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Abstract:Attainingproϐiciency inwriting remainsoneof themost challenging goals for second
language learners of English and their teachers. Effective writing demands much more than
a general understanding of grammar rules. In order to accomplish a sophisticatedwriting task
such as a composition, studentsmust effectively employ theirmastery of grammar to generate
a coherent, cohesive textwith a clearmessage. Unlike the productive skill of speaking, effective
writing cannot rely on circumlocution or a sympathetic interlocutor in order to help convey
a message. Rather, it requires that students generate, often upon spontaneously and upon
demand, a coherent, cohesive text. Grammatical and spelling errors, inappropriateword choice
and lack of formal structure can all impede themessagewhich the student wishes to deliver in
thewriting task. Currently accepted pedagogical practicemaintains that constructive feedback
is key to helping students develop and hone their writing skills. While speciϐic feedback styles
and approaches vary, two broad strategies of reformulation and self-correction predominate.
The aim of this article is to conduct an extensive review of the current methodologies as well
as the theoretical underpinnings that guide these practices with the intention of laying the
groundwork for a quantitative study into this issue at our institute.
Key words: accuracy, assessment, cohesion, discourse, error correction, feedback, grammar
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Introduction
This paper will explore the methods employed for teaching English language com-
position at our Institute, the Language Center at the University of Defence in Brno.
Our department is focused exclusively on providing English language education
to the ofϐicer class of the Czech Armed Forces (and occasionally civilian employ-
ees of the military), who are enrolled in language courses at our center. This
article will explore current methodologies and approaches to delivering teacher-
generated feedback on written composition tasks. Our intention is to identify the
best practices for supporting the development of proϐiciency in English language
composition for our students. A motivating factor in our approach, as noted by
Brown and Harris 1, is the recognition that improvement in all academic skills is
inextricably linked to constructive feedback.
Course Structure and Final Assessments
Students at our institute are enrolled in courses of various lengths and structures,
ranging from 6–17 weeks in duration. Course offerings include intensive-refresher,
intermediate and advanced levels. Courses culminate in a bi-level examination in
63
which the student can achieve a rating of either 1 (Beginner) or 2 (Functional) or
3 (Professional) in the skills of listening, speaking, reading and writing according
to a scale known as NATO STANAG 6001 (for a more detailed description of the
STANAG 6001 proϐiciency scale, please visit the Bureau of International Language
Cooperation’s website at www.natobilc.org). This article will focus on the chal-
lenges involving the development of the writing skill for students preparing for
the examinations at Levels 2 and 3. Speciϐically, we wish to elucidate effective
corrective feedback strategies to help our students to develop and hone their
abilities in composing writing tasks such as formal/informal letters, freewriting
compositions, and formal essays, all of which are fundamental requirements for
the STANAG 6001 writing examinations.
Bereiter (1986) famously referred to composition writing as “probably one of the
most complex, constructive acts that most human beings are ever expected to per-
form.”2 The task of the composition is undoubtedly made more difϐicult when the
writer is not a native speaker of the language he or she is writing in. Many strate-
gies have been put forth for helping ESL learners at the primary, secondary and
university levels. Professional adult learners, attending courses with the aim of
passing workplace-related language examinations, are certainly not exempt from
the difϐiculties of effective essay writing and in many ways, come to the process
with a distinct set of challenges.
Description of target population
As noted above, our student population consists of ofϐicers of the Czech Armed
Forces, and occasionally civilian workers employed by the Czech military. Students
vary widely in terms of age (from 19 to over 50), previous educational experi-
ence and career background. Notably, a high degree of heterogeneity regarding
language proϐiciency and experience in studying English exists within our group
of students. Some learners have undergone primarily military or technical train-
ing, with minimal emphasis on liberal arts or humanities, which are very often
the very disciplines that tend to place the highest priority on writing composi-
tion. Other students have completed advanced university studies. Within the same
classroom, there are often PhD’s sitting next to graduates of technical secondary
schools. Student age is undoubtedly a factor, as course attendees who completed
their formal schooling before the Velvet Revolution in 1989 tend to have had less
exposure to English during their formative education. By contrast, recent univer-
sity graduates who have chosen a professional military career (after the abolition
of conscription in 2004) often possess the greatest level of ϐluency and accuracy.
This general rule of thumb should not, however, be taken as an absolute. Indeed,
there are some current students who enlisted as early as the late 1970s and are
now under pressure to achieve a professional level in English to complete their
career or academic goals. To sum up, the heterogeneity among students can be
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observed in terms of their educational background, work and personal experience,
the length and way of exposure to English, age and type of current position in the
military.
The potential difϐiculties posed by the disparity in student ability are mitigated
by the extraordinarily desirable student-teacher ratio (established by order of the
Ministry of Defence and depending on the level of the course, with level 3 usually
having a student-teacher ratio of 8-1, level 2 courses 10-1, and level 1 courses 12-
2). These uniquely small class sizes are certainly conducive to the development
of a close relationship between the instructor and course attendees and facilitate
the development of the teacher’s understanding and intuition regarding each stu-
dent’s unique abilities, challenges and language goals.
Among the obstacles students face in developing effective L2 writing skills, based
on our long-term observations, are a lack of awareness and understanding con-
cerning the writing process, regarding both the expectations of the task and how
to accomplish it. In particular, the chief difϐiculties appear to be: 1.) mistakes in
the accuracy and control of grammar 2.) uncertainty about appropriate or widely
accepted vocabulary and collocations 3. lack of familiarity with the form, conven-
tions and overall nature of the composition tasks and 4.) inexperience in generat-
ing and sustaining active paragraph-level discourse.
Providing Students with Feedback on EssayWriting
According to Hyland and Hyland (2006) 3, providing students with corrective
feedback (CF), when delivered in a thoughtful and supportive manner, is widely
recognized as the most effective strategy for aiding students in the development
of ESL writing skills. Within the context of our workplace, the Language Center at
the University of Defence, the most appropriate person to provide CF for writing
assignments is the teacher. It is, therefore, necessary to identify the roles that
the teacher simultaneously plays when correcting writing assignments such as
formal letters, freewriting activities and essays. O’Muicheartaigh (2000) reports
that the teacher takes on three distinct roles in this process, that of 1.) a reader
2.) a writing teacher and 3.) a language expert. 4 A comprehensive understanding
of these three roles is essential for developing a helpful approach to providing
teacher-generated corrective feedback.
Another important consideration is the particular strategy of corrective feedback
adopted by the teacher or teaching department. Ibarrola (2013) identiϐies two
broad CF strategies: reformulation and self-correction. 5 In general, reformulation
requires the teacher to essentially provide the student with a set of corrections
to his or her original paper that would constitute an acceptable or successful
end-product. This technique can be viewed as a means of modeling accuracy. By
contrast, self-correction is a method in which the student is encouraged to detect
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and correct errors on their own. The teacher helps to identify problems in the
text, yet the student must strive to rectify the mistakes, thus empowering the
student and charging them with a greater role in their own writing development.
Both of these methods offer advantages and disadvantages, which will be explored
in this article.
Reformulation as a Corrective Feedback Strategy
As mentioned above, reformulation is CF strategy that provides students with
a re-written version of the learner’s original composition. The teacher-generated
corrected version is essentially a new version of the student’s paper, which
makes the language seem as native-like as possible while keeping the content
of the original intact. 6 The reformulation strategy engages the third function
of O’Muicheartaigh’s concept of the writing mentor-namely that of the language
expert. In order to achieve the complex task of conveying an argument, the stu-
dent must effectively employ the grammatical structures and vocabulary to the
purpose of presenting and sustaining an argument. The complexity of this task
often requires the use of idiomatic expressions or collocations, which in this case,
even the most astute student may not be aware of. A highly trained teacher with
native-like ϐluency and accuracy is essential in this context. Given the daunting
expectations of the essay-writing task, a self-correction strategy, with its more
limited feedback, may not be sufϐicient to help the student to improve his or her
essay writing skills.
Moreover, reformulation offers the teacher and the student an opportunity for
a multitude of “teachable moments”. Even the most prepared teacher will most
likely not be able to anticipate all of the structures and collocations an individual
student needs to acquire in order to compose effective writing tasks. This difϐi-
culty is further exacerbated when we consider the diversity of student writing
ability and experience mentioned above. Thus, when extensive corrective feedback
is provided using a reformulation approach, the essay becomes an extension of
classroom time, or rather, it is akin to an extended one-to-one consultation with
the teacher.
Focused Feedback vs. Unfocused Feedback
Bitchener (2008) identiϐies two broad categories of corrective feedback-namely
focused feedback and unfocused feedback. 7 Focused feedback refers to correction
of a speciϐic set of errors in a text, while leaving the other mistakes unmarked. For
example, when the teacher is covering a unit on English articles, essay correction
would be focused on this area. Unfocused feedback refers to correction of all mis-
takes in a text, regardless of whether or not the grammar and vocabulary used
have yet been covered in the course. For our purposes, it seems apparent that
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unfocused feedback would be the best option for essay correction, considering the
limited duration of our courses. Furthermore, the STANAG 6001-based assessment
that our students will undergo upon completion of their courses is designed to
measure general proϔiciency and is therefore entirely unconcerned with any cur-
riculum as such.
An inherent danger exists in relying too much on the reformulation approach
to CF: namely that the student may come to depend too much on the teacher’s
provided feedback without feeling sufϐiciently motivated to develop the skills by
himself or herself. Still worse, the student may feel demotivated by receiving back
a paper that is replete with corrections, further reinforcing the feelings of frustra-
tion and insecurities about his or her own abilities. To counteract this potential
effect, our department has instituted some guidelines to avert this potential pitfall,
speciϐically: 1.) to include praise when students have accurately used grammatical
structures, vocabulary or collocations 2.) to provide overall feedback at the end of
the essay which summarizes the corrective feedback and relates it to the exami-
nation descriptors 3.) to gather a number of sentences from student writings and
review them in class as a writing feedback activity. This last activity is designed to
help engage students as collective learners, and hopefully empower them to take
greater initiative in developing their own writing skills.
Self-Correction as a Corrective Feedback Strategy
Self-correction constitutes the second major approach to corrective feedback. In
the self-correction approach, the teacher does not reformulate the student’s essay,
but rather simply indicates that there is an error in the text, leaving it for the
student to correct. 8 The great advantage of the system of corrective feedback
is that it can serve to motivate the learner to master the needed accuracy by
themselves. 9
There are several ways that corrective feedback can be delivered to the student.
Robb (1986) identiϐies one strategy known as coded error feedback 10. Coded
error feedback entails creating a set of abbreviations that the teacher can use
to mark the student’s paper in a general way (for example, V for vocabulary, G
for grammar, T for tenses, etc.). Ferris (2011) expresses concern that developing
a code for error correction may be cumbersome for teachers and confusing for
students. She goes on to suggest that such a code may expect too much of students
as teachers may use a wider range of metalinguistic codes than students could
understand Ferris 11.
In the case of our department, we have attempted to avoid this potential drawback
by adopting a very simple feedback code chart which is modiϐied and updated
whenever teachers encounter a new group of mistakes while correcting students’
texts. The codes are based on English terminology for two main areas in which
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students tend to fail (G-grammar, V-vocabulary) further divided into related sub-
sets (eg. WO – word order, Sp – spelling), and two additional areas with frequent
occurrence of errors (L – linking, C – cohesion). The chart has been distributed
among both students and teachers so that a uniϐied approach to error identiϐica-
tion was achieved. To facilitate the adoption of the codes by students, we decided
to add a simple explanation of each code in the Czech language as majority of
students are apt to consider English linguistic terminology relatively obscure.
Tab. 1: Self-correcƟon Table with an explanaƟon in Czech
V Vocabulary Chyba ve slovní zásobě (nevhodně použitá nebo
podúrovňová slovní zásoba)
R RepeƟƟon of the word or phrase
already used
Opakované použiơ již použitého slova/fráze
Sp Spelling Chyba v pravopisu
IE IdiomaƟc expressions, collocaƟons Chybně použité ustálené obraty – idiomy, kolokace
WC Wrong capitalizaƟon Záměna velkých a malých písmen
G Grammar Chyba v gramaƟce
WO Word order Slovní pořádek
A ArƟcles Chybějící, nevhodný člen
T Tenses Nevhodně zvolený čas
L Linking Nevhodné nebo chybějící propojení vět, odstavců
C Cohesion Narušená koheze – nevhodně použitá zájmena, odkazy
G!/V! Repeated basic mistake Opakovaná podúrovňová chyba
? Unclear meaning Nevhodná formulace narušující porozumění
Ideally, self-correction activates prior knowledge while encouraging students to
cultivate a greater degree of mindfulness when writing. This is especially helpful,
as we have observed that students tend to make mistakes due to inattention or
being in a hurry. This strategy appears to be ideal for our students as they come to
our classes from a variety of educational backgrounds and with varying degrees
of proϐiciency, as mentioned above. Additionally, the skill of self-correction may
be practiced throughout the semester, allowing students to develop the ability to
employ under time-constraints, for example during the exam.
In order for this strategy to be fully successful, students should take the time to
carefully review their corrected paper and create a second draft. 12 Thus, self-
correction can also be said to support the concept of writing as process-oriented,
rather than product oriented. If students do not have time or motivation to create
a second draft, corrective feedback will fail to achieve its intended goal. 13
Summary and Broad Recommendations
It has been seen that our students face a daunting set of challenges on their way
to effective essay writing. The difϐiculties for the instructor are also signiϐicant
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when considering the varied backgrounds and levels of English proϐiciency in the
classroom. Regardless of the future need to write essays in work-related situa-
tions, our students nonetheless must be able to produce a successful composition
at a professional level in order to pass the needed examinations. Thus, essay writ-
ing remains an important priority for our department.
In reviewing the existing literature on the subject, we can observe that reformu-
lation and self-correction constitute two broad strategies correcting essays. Both
strategies possess advantages for helping students to gain greater accuracy and
overall ability in essay writing. Based on this review, we propose that out depart-
ment adopt a hybrid approach to error correction. Speciϐically, we recommend
that we adhere to a self-correction approach, but with broad discretion for the
teacher to reformulate when he or she deems necessary. Furthermore, students
will be encouraged to submit successive drafts to the teacher in order to hone
their skills in writing. It is our hope that through repeated self-correction in class,
our students will be able to utilize these skills during the writing phase of the
examinations, albeit while adhering to the time limits imposed by the test.
Future Proposed Quantitative Study
As a result of the insights gained in this exploratory paper, we propose to ini-
tiate a longer-term research project to more closely examine the teaching and
correction of student writing at our institute. The aim of the study will be to ac-
quire solid, quantitative data and to draw concrete conclusions about which error-
correction strategies are most likely to help our students to attain the requisite
proϐiciency in writing to pass the examinations at levels 2 and 3.
The tentative plan for this project will be to establish two groups: an experimental
and a control group, corresponding to two course groups at our institute. The
experimental group will have their writing assignments assessed using a self-
correction method only. In the control group, teachers will employ a traditional,
reformulation approach to error correction. At the end of the semester, progress
will be examined according to exam results and performance on written tasks in
order to ascertain which correction strategy has been most effective in helping
students attain their writing proϐiciency goals in English. We intend to carry out
this research during the 2018–19 academic year.
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